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Financing a neighborhood

The redevelopment of the 
neighborhood has been spearheaded 
by a public/private partnership 
between Related Midwest developers 
and the Chicago Housing Authority. 
Phase two of the development is 
budgeted to cost $53 million, with the 
CHA providing nearly $17 million. 
About $30 million will be 
supplemented through tax equity for 
rental apartments. The developer will 
provide the rest of the money, 
according to Timothy Veenstra, 
development manager for the CHA. 

"The CHA can provide up to $185,000 
per unit. The limit is set by HUD [U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development]," Veenstra said. 
"Essentially, the city leases the land to 
the private developer, and then Uncle 
Sam writes a check."

Carlos Ponce, CHA Commissioner, 
said, "We are currently working on 
building over 25,000 mixed-income 
units in the city. But the CHA can't do 
the work alone. We need friends and 
we need partners." 

Thomas Weeks, president of Related 
Midwest, said most of the funds come 
from the Federal HOPE VI Program, 
which provides funding to public 
housing projects deemed severly 
distressed in order to create 
mixed-income housing. 
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Saving the animals
Beloved ABLA sculptures to be restored
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The scene was somewhat dismal. A strong Chicago wind blew, the clouds threatened rain, 
and a collapsible tent-in the middle of a vacant lot on Taylor and Lytle streets-teetered under 
the harsh conditions. Yet inside the tent, the people who had gathered were optimistic. They 
had convened April 25 at the former site of ABLA Homes, Chicago's oldest public housing 
development, to preserve Edgar Miller's animal court sculptures-the embodiment of a 
fast-changing, yet historically rooted neighborhood. 

The Edgar Miller sculptures-large, hulking pieces of carved limestone, perfect for climbing 
on-decorated the Jane Addams courtyard in the forms of pumas, rams, hippos, a bunny and 
a panda. They had originally been installed in 1938 as part of a New Deal public arts project 
conducted during the infancy of the Chicago Housing Authority. At the time, ABLA had been 
one of the most progressive public housing developments in the nation, providing job 
placement assistance, childcare, and other public services to its residents. 

Heather Becker, CEO of The Chicago Conservation Center and a representative of the New 
Deal Preservation Society, said, "Chicago has the largest repository of public art. And Edgar 
Miller was an amazing Chicago artist, who was both wonderfully eccentric and prolific in his 
many works. These animals are a symbol of the collective memory of the neighborhood."

The animals are to be refurbished and then moved to the newly-built Fosco Park, just three 
blocks south of Taylor and Lytle. Initial funding has been provided by grants from the Polk 
Brothers Foundation and the Richard H. Driehaus Foundation. A remaining $110,000 must 
still be raised for the sculptures to be fully restored; but in the meantime, they will be moved 
to the studios of Adrzej Dajnowski, a respected restoration artist with experience in large 
public art works. 

After decades of disintegration, the neighborhood is currently undergoing a ten-year 
redevelopment project that involves the demolition of ABLA Homes and the construction of 
2,441 mixed-income rental and for-sale homes. The project, titled Roosevelt Square, will 
include a mix of one-third public housing, one-third affordable housing, and one-third market 
rate housing. The criteria for public and affordable housing eligibility require that former 
ABLA residents be considered as top candidates. 

Begun two years ago, the first phase of the project was recently completed. The second 
phase, to include 432 new units, will start in June. 

With representatives of the Chicago Housing Authority, the Chicago Park District, the 
Chicago Conservation Center, and developer Related Midwest behind her, Deverra Beverly, 
president of the ABLA Local Advisory Council, addressed the crowd.
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Weeks has managed similar HOPE VI 
projects in Peoria and Springfield, IL, 
though they did not include as many 
market-rate homes as Roosevelt 
Square, which he said is currently one 
of the largest HOPE VI developments 
in the nation. 

"The goal is to reintroduce this 
neighborhood to the neighborhoods 
around it," he said. "The goal of HOPE 
VI is also to build so that you can't tell 
who is living in public housing, who is 
in affordable housing and who is in 
market-rate."

"The challenge," he said, "is to build 
unique buildings without being able to 
distinguish what the owner or the 
renter actually paid for it." 

"Today, we are remembering the history of the ABLA community," she said. "This is 
something we do not want to forget. From the time I was a young woman, these statues have 
been a part of my life. Knowing that these sculptures will remain a part of my future--and our 
community's future--helps us know that promises made will be promises kept and that we are 
moving forward on the right path for the future."

The animal sculptures, she said, are the cornerstone of the community, a place where 
children could play and adults meet.

"Even if the children didn't live in the Jane Addams Homes, they lived in the neighborhood 
and played on the animals," she said.

Artie Cobbins, a thirty-year resident of ABLA, said, "I think it's beautiful. Most of my family 
used to live here."

Another resident, Blanch Winston, added, "I met my first boyfriend on this animal here," 
pointing to the sculpture beneath the tent. "I have kids that play on the animals, and I hope 
my grandchildren can play on them, too."

Joann Rios, who grew up in ABLA, and was displaced to the 1800 block of South Racine 
because of demolition, agreed. "All of them are my babies. I used to climb on them, and call 
my friends out to play."

Rios still has family in the neighborhood, and said she is considering moving back if she qualifies for public or affordable housing. 
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